
Neighborhood group helps renovation

Joel  Torstenson  remembers  when  Cedar  Avenue  was  called  "Snus
Boulevard." The West Bank road was so named because of the Norwegian
immigrants  who  spent  time  there  chewing  "snus"  --  Norwegian  for
"snuff."

Torstenson, a retired Augsburg College professor who moved to the West
Bank in 1939, also remembers Dania Hall, a four-story building used
first in 1886 by Scandinavian immigrants as a community center. The
hall offered meals, folk dancing and theater.

"Cedar Avenue was the vibrant village in the city, and Dania Hall was one
of the centers of Cedar Avenue," Torstenson said.

Now a new generation of immigrants and area residents are turning the
boarded-up  building  into  a  community  center.  The  Cedar  Riverside
neighborhood has decided to renovate the building,  putting half  of its
Neighborhood Revitalization Program funds toward Dania Hall.

In  mid-August,  workers  from  Flannery  Construction  began  readying
Dania Hall for the renovation that will create retail and office space, as
well as restore the building's centerpiece: a horseshoe-shaped balcony
that hangs over a dance floor and theater stage. The renovation should
be completed by spring or early summer.

Gar Hargens,  an architect  with Close Associates who is working with
construction  crews  on  retaining  the  building's  original  design,  said
efforts to renovate the building are 20 years old. "Each time," he said,
"we'd design it, have neighborhood meetings, maybe hire a contractor,
get some developers, get all set to go, then have a gap in the financing."

Usually  it  was  a  million  dollar  gap.  But  this  time  the  neighborhood
decided  to  fill  the  gap,  using  $1.5  million  of  their  $3.1  million
Neighborhood  Revitalization  Program  funds.  The  NRP  allocates  city
development  money  to  neighborhood  projects.  The  rest  of  the  $2.7
million project will be financed by state and federal funds and by the
Dania Hall Group of Minneapolis, the project developers. Since the Dania
Hall is a historical building on the national registry, the project qualifies
for tax credits as long as it is restored to its original design.

Peter Goelzer, a West Bank architect who once headed the West Bank
Business Association, said the redevelopment will bolster business in the
area.  "One of the worst things you can have as a business community is
a  boarded-up  building,"  he  said,  explaining  that  when  once-boarded



buildings are renewed, surrounding businesses often refresh their looks
as well.

Goelzer said he was at first skeptical that others in the neighborhood
would not think using the NRP funds for the renovation was a good idea.
But that's not the case. "This is one project that the community supports
because of the immense benefits that will come out of it," said Abdullahi
Muhammad, editor of the Somali Observer and president of the Somali
Committee for Cultural Development.

Muhammad said he knows of several people with business projects who
are interested in using space in the building. While no tenants have yet
been  signed,  many  people  have  suggested  that  a  restaurant  on  the
ground floor that extends out onto the lot adjacent to the building would
be  a  good  idea.  The  constant  flow  of  restaurant-goers,  Goelzer  said,
would help deter some of the drug dealing that occurs on the avenue.

John  Ockenden,  a  Minneapolis  man  who  frequents  the  West  Bank,
suggested a sandwich shop, saying there are no places to get a good
sandwich on the West Bank.

But residents will have to wait until spring or early summer when the
project is complete, and much work is needed before then. A 1991 fire
torched  the  hall's  ceiling;  water  damage  has  made  the  wooden
floorboards buckle up.

Bob  Laidly,  superintendent  of  construction  on  the  project,  said  the
workers are progressing from the top of the building down. A new roof is
in  place  and  work  crews  have  removed  lead,  asbestos  and  pigeon
droppings.

Occasionally, workers will find antiques like old bottles from when the
building was occupied by a pharmacy and stamps with the word "opium"
written on them, presumably from the 1960s and 1970s when the hall
was used by counterculturists as a place to party, listen to music and
organize anti-war efforts.

Torstenson, who still lives on the West Bank, said the project should be a
good  asset  to  the  neighborhood.  "My  hope  is  that  the  Dania  Hall
restoration will become an impetus to the revitalization of this village," he
said.

— Max Rust in the Minnesota Daily: September 07, 1999



Historic Dania Hall destroyed

It was supposed to be a monumental renovation project — restoring the
West Bank's historic Dania Hall to the thriving community center it once
was. But by Monday afternoon, all that remained of Dania Hall was a
smoldering brick shell, surrounded by charred rubble and fire crews still
dousing  the  structure's  remnants.  By  evening,  the  remaining  wall
segments were torn down into a pile of  rubble and ash. Investigators
were beginning their search for clues to the cause of the fire. No one was
injured in the blaze.

The burning of Dania Hall marked the end of a Minneapolis landmark
that had twice previously been marred by fire. The historical structure
was not the only loss; the Cedar-Riverside community had invested more
than $1.5 million in a building-renovation project intended to lead to the
neighborhood's revitalization.
An array of organizations and businesses were lined up to potentially
occupy  the  hall,  including  a  pizza  parlor  and the  Carlson  Center  for
Entrepreneurial Studies.

Under investigation

Firefighters responded to calls from the Cedar-Riverside area at 1 a.m.
Monday where they found all four floors of Dania Hall ablaze, with flames
reaching 30 feet high. By 6 a.m., the fire had completely destroyed the
building's  interior  and  another  adjacent  building  that  contained  five
apartment units and an African clothing store. An Asian market next to
the clothing store was also damaged.

Officials had evacuated residents in 60 apartments down the street from
Dania Hall, said Minneapolis Fire Department spokesman Jerry Schmitz.
The  four-alarm  fire  demanded  almost  90  police,  fire  and  hospital
personnel, including half of the Minneapolis Fire Department's trucks,
Schmitz said. Although fire investigators are interviewing witnesses for
leads, Schmitz said discovering the cause of the fire is going to be very
difficult.

"In a particular situation where there is so much damage, they will either
not be able to determine how it started — which is very likely because
(Dania Hall) is completely burned up — or, if it is suspicious, it's going to
get turned over to the police," Schmitz said.

As she watched crews finish dousing the last bit of smoldering rubble
from  the  building  Monday  morning  in  front  of  cars  that  had  been



smashed by collapsed walls and debris,  West Bank resident Charlotte
Keck  was  saddened  and,  like  many  onlookers,  somewhat  perplexed.
Riverside Plaza security officials woke Keck at 3 a.m. to alert her and
other residents to the nearby fire. When Keck first saw the flames, she
noticed crews combating the fire from the back of the building instead of
from the front on Cedar Avenue. "I couldn't figure it out," she said. "Why
don't they have more water on this?"
Schmitz said he was unaware of exactly why the crews approached the
building from the rear, but said the blazing building posed an "immediate
collapse danger." Firefighters couldn't be within 30 feet of the hall for
their own safety.

A devastated neighborhood

From his  16th-floor  balcony  across  the  street,  early  Monday  morning
Riverside Plaza resident Marvin Crawford watched the fire engulf Dania
Hall and swallow the building next door. "This is absolutely devastating,"
said Crawford, a West Bank resident since 1965. Crawford was hoping to
start an amateur music night at Dania Hall, which was in the middle of a
$2.7 million renovation project and a month away from having sprinklers
installed.

More  than  half  of  the  funding  was  provided  by  Cedar-Riverside
neighborhood residents, who voted last year to spend half of their $3.1
million  Neighborhood  Revitalization  Program  funds  to  recreate  the
theater,  meeting  rooms  and  ground-level  retail  space  that  once
comprised Dania Hall.

In August, workers began gutting and restoring Dania Hall, a nationally
registered  historical  building  constructed  in  1886,  as  a  community
center  for  Scandinavian  immigrants.  The  center  offered  meals,  folk
dancing and theater. As the West Bank changed face, so did Dania Hall.
In the 1960s, when counterculture thrived on the West Bank, the hall
offered rock concerts and a cooperative store. But years later, the hall
closed, and boards covered the windows.

For the past several years, groups interested in reviving the building had
gone through the process of hiring contractors, presenting development
ideas at community meetings and talking to developers. But in the end,
the groups always came up short in funding.

"The neighborhood's willingness to spend half of their NRP dollars — a
million-and-a-half dollars — on this one building is what finally enabled
us to go ahead with the renovation," said Gar Hargens, an architect who
has been trying for years to get the renovation project on track.



Six Carlson School of Management students conducted a study of Dania
Hall in 1998 and determined it was economically feasible to open the
building as a rental hall. The study helped define the benefits of Dania
Hall's renovation. "(It) showed that there was a demand for this kind of
facility," said David Markle, a longtime West Bank resident.

Now the neighborhood will  assess the potential  to build a community
center like the one they hoped for in Dania Hall. The neighborhood still
has about half the funds dedicated to the Dania Hall project.  "There's
still  the  NRP  happening  in  the  neighborhood,  and  there's  still  the
increasing need for something to happen on Cedar Avenue,"  said Tim
Mungaven,  director  of  the  West  Bank  Community  Development
Corporation.

Community groups will hold a neighborhood memorial service for Dania
Hall in the next couple of days. For more information, call 673-0477.

— Max Rust in the Minnesota Daily: February 29, 2000



Discarded cigarette is cause of Dania Hall fire

A discarded cigarette started the fire that torched Dania Hall, a massive
community  project  to  renovate  the  West  Bank  building  and  several
nearby  apartments,  Minneapolis  police  said  Wednesday.  "We  at  this
point  believe  it  was  an  accidental  fire,"  said  Lt.  Rick  Nelson  of  the
Minneapolis bomb-arson unit.

Despite  the  neighborhood's  loss,  West  Bank  residents  are  pulling
together to raise the community center from the ashes.

After interviewing residents who noticed someone in the building prior to
the fire, police identified the individual suspected of starting it, Nelson
said. When approached by the police, the man admitted to being in the
building and to carelessly throwing his cigarette on the building's second
floor.  About  45  minutes  later,  Dania  Hall  was  ablaze,  Nelson  said.
"Because of the remodeling there, it was well-vented. Once it got started,
the air and stuff like that was there . . . all the ingredients for rapidly
spreading fire were there," said Nelson.

The man has not been charged with any crime, pending a decision by the
Hennepin County Attorney's Office. The Attorney's Office is reviewing the
police investigation report. "To be chargeable, we have to prove that he
intended to burn it, and that's not there," Nelson said. The suspect was
not  a  "street  person,"  but  someone  who  was  employed  and has  had
temporary residence, he said.

The state Bureau of Criminal Apprehension is still examining pieces of
wood from the fire to see if accelerants -- fuels that drive a fire -- were
used. The bureau is also examining pieces of ash found the night of the
fire  on  the  porch  of  Tim  Mungaven,  director  of  the  West  Bank
Community Development Corporation.

For  years,  Mungaven  had  helped  organize  a  $2.7  million  Dania  Hall
renovation project.  Mungaven, who turned the ash pieces over to the
arson department, found them when he was called to the fire. Nelson
said at this point investigators have not found any connection between
the ash and the fire.

Losses

While  the  entire  West  Bank  community  lost  a  landmark  renovation
project in the fire, several people, including first-year University student
Kyle Sobanja, lost their homes and belongings. 



Sobanja was in his apartment next door to Dania Hall when he smelled
smoke. "I looked out the window and huge flames were shooting out," he
said.  Sobanja  then  called  911  and  left  his  apartment  with  only  his
pajamas  and  his  roommate's  guitar.  Though  friends  have  given  him
clothing and his employer has put him up in an apartment for a month,
Sobanja said he lost a large amount of photos, poetry, books and other
belongings.

Two  days  later,  Sobanja  attended  a  community  memorial  service  for
Dania Hall  where residents expressed their feelings for the renovation
project.

Despite the losses,  the community is optimistic about creating a new
facility in place of Dania Hall, Mungaven said. Preliminary plans are in
the works for developing the site, which could include a history project
and a community garden.

"There were a lot of people who came through the grieving process with a
great deal of hope for the future and surprisingly positive considering the
circumstances," Mungaven said. "We want to keep building on that."

— Max Rust in the Minnesota Daily: March 09, 2000



West Bank citizens construct pillar
 to remember Dania Hall

Dania Hall in Cedar-Riverside drew thousands of immigrants during its
114-year  history.  Danish,  Somali,  Korean  and  Ethiopian  people  were
among the  ethnic  groups  to  flock  to  the  gathering  hall  for  food,  folk
dancing  and theater.  Now the  only  things  flocking  to  Dania  Hall  are
illegally parked cars. A February 2000 fire destroyed the hall, leaving an
empty gravel lot. 

But just a few blocks away in an old garage, a group of local residents
hold a workshop, hoping to reclaim the Dania Hall site by building a
mosaic  pillar.   The  two-foot-wide,  nine-foot  tall  column,  slated  for
completion this fall, will display 15 cultural symbols of past and present
West Bank immigrant and counterculture populations. It will be erected
during an October dedication ceremony on the spot where Dania Hall
stood.

Many patrons of the former community center talk about it like the hall
was nothing short of a flesh-and-blood neighbor. Posters on the garage's
wall — one is a photograph of the hall with the words "I always thought
I'd see you one more time" — suggest a wake is being held instead of a
workshop. But residents insist the spirit of Dania Hall isn't dead.

"(The pillar) is a step toward keeping that idea of a house full of nations
alive  in  the  community,"  said  John  Pitman  Weber,  a  Chicago-based
muralist, painter and printmaker commissioned for this project to give
advice on creating a mural. Doris Wickstrom, project coordinator for the
West  Bank  Community  Development  Corporation,  said  the  her
organization hired Weber because of his background in community art.
He headed similar public art projects in Iowa and Chicago.

Although  in  town  to  help  only  a  few  days,  Weber,  along  with  local
muralist  Marilyn  Lindstrom,  taught  dozens  of  interested  West  Bank
residents  how  to  break  colored  squares  of  tile  into  shards  using  a
"nipper,"  or  pliers,  and how to  arrange the  pieces  on outlines  of  the
cultural symbols. The goal is to complete the pillar before the first frost,
Weber said. Once temperatures start to drop, it becomes difficult to plant
the base of the pillar into the ground. "There is some time pressure here,"
Weber said. Finishing the project on time might require increasing the
number of days slated for the project from three per week to five per
week — if funding allows, he said.



Completion of the project might be hurried, but it's difficult to find any
anxiety among workshop participants. One table of residents seemed to
be meditating, the silence interrupted only by the cracks of their pliers.
Another table consisted of a group of school-age kids laughing as they
chopped up their squares of tile. Ninth-grader Jerry Syume, one of the
most exuberant members at the table, became shy when asked what she
thought about the art project. "It's pretty," she said.

Although most residents take a few days making "practice" murals to
hone their skills, Korean immigrant Chong Shin was quickly promoted to
work  on  the  pillar-bound  version  of  her  chosen  cultural  symbol,  the
Korean flag. Shin said she has never worked with tile in this manner
before but did win first place in a ceramics contest 26 years ago - four
years after she moved to the United States. "I like to do this," Shin said
as she quickly reduced a tile square into several jagged pieces. "I like to
try everything."

Other residents chose other symbols for their cultures. Jeanette Duprey
decided on an ancient rock carving of a frog native to Puerto Rico, her
homeland.  "It's the way the Taimo Indians symbolized the frog. I got it
out of a Puerto Rican cookbook," said Duprey, who moved to the United
States for college 19 years ago.

Although residents and project leaders take pride in the construction of
the pillar, they say they hope it won't stay on the Dania Hall site long.
They'd  rather see a new gathering place built.  But  none,  they admit,
could replace Dania Hall.

"(The West Bank) has always been an entry point for newcomers. They
bring life, vitality and a chance to show their culture. That's what Dania
Hall  represents,"  Wickstrom said.  "Dania Hall  was like a jewel on the
avenue — and it's gone."

— Sarah Brouillard in the Minnesota Daily: August 20, 2001



Haste Laid Waste

Thought the Dania Hall fire was a hot one? Wait till Cedar-Riverside tries
to get the city to pay up.

The way Jerry Flannery sees it, the four-alarm fire that brought down
Dania Hall  last  month was an unmitigated tragedy.  "So many people
have worked for years on this project," he mourns, "and to have it all end
up like this, well, it's a tremendous loss to everyone involved." Flannery
would know: He heads St. Paul-based Flannery Construction Company
Inc., the firm that had been renovating the 113-year-old landmark at 427
Cedar Ave.  just east of  downtown Minneapolis.  By the time the blaze
began  on  February  28,  Flannery's  company  was  well  on  its  way  to
transforming the hall into a vibrant community center and performance
space, complete with retail shops.

Of course, when all is said and done, the fire might not cost Flannery
Construction much at all: The company was insured for its equipment,
and Flannery has already filed a claim to recoup his losses.

The  Cedar-Riverside  neighborhood  and  its  West  Bank  Community
Development Corporation might have a tougher time finding someone to
make  them  whole.  The  two  groups  had  earmarked  more  than  $1.5
million  in  Neighborhood  Revitalization  Program (NRP)  funding  for  the
$2.7 million renovation project; nearly $1 million had been spent when
the  building  burned.  And  Dania  Hall  itself  was  not  covered  by  an
insurance policy. Its owner, the City of Minneapolis, was self-insured. (In
order  to  avoid  the  costs  associated  with  purchasing  insurance,
municipalities commonly "self-insure" by guaranteeing that losses will be
covered by existing assets.)

John Hulkonen, director of economic activity for the West Bank CDC,
says he expects the city to figure out some way to get the neighborhood
its $1 million back: "Whether the city is self-insured or has a carrier, it
has a responsibility to cover its losses," Hulkonen reasons. "How could
the neighborhood bear the brunt of this?"

To Hulkonen, no doubt, that's a rhetorical question. But Gary Winter,
assistant  development  counsel  for  the  Minneapolis  Community
Development Agency (MCDA), has an answer -- and it's one Hulkonen
won't like. The city has no obligation to make good on Cedar-Riverside's
losses  and  doesn't  intend  to,  Winter  asserts.  In  fact,  he  says,  the
neighborhood has only itself to blame for the financial fiasco.



For  one  thing,  according  to  city  requirements,  contractors  on  NRP
projects must "carry insurance policies in amounts and content adequate
to  cover  their  NRP  activities."  But  Winter  says  the  West  Bank  CDC
shrugged off  the requirement and let Flannery begin construction last
August without arranging for the proper coverage.

Moreover, Winter says, the CDC went forward with the project despite
the MCDA's recommendation to wait until the city negotiated a deal to
sell Dania Hall to the private developer who was slated to take over the
project. Had the building been sold, it would have been the responsibility
of the developer, the Dania Hall Group Limited Partnership, to purchase
insurance.  The  partnership  also  would  have  been  responsible  for
bringing  in  a  contractor,  sparing  the  city  and the  neighborhood  that
headache as well. "It was the neighborhood and its leaders, ignoring the
advice of the MCDA, that overzealously pushed forth this project before
we had completed negotiations to at least create a risk-assessment with
the  developer,"  Winter  contends.  (Representatives  of  the  Dania  Hall
Group did not return phone calls requesting comment for this story.)

Still,  Hulkonen stands by his assertion that the city, as owner of the
property, should be required to cover the damage. He says members of
his organization felt they had little choice but to aggressively pursue the
project. "You need to have development begin in order to attract tenants,
and the developer wasn't willing to start at ground zero," he explains.
"We had to begin the process." The neighborhood, Hulkonen notes, had
been  waiting  nearly  ten  years  to  see  Dania  Hall  reborn.  Various
renovation plans had fallen through during the past decade, and when
the  latest  plan--to  turn  the  17,000-square-foot  building  into  retail
storefronts and restore its two-story auditorium--won approval in 1998,
he says, everyone was anxious to get it under way. "We wanted to create
a  positive  influence  for  potential  tenants  to  see,  with  all  of  the
unsuccessful renovation projects for Dania Hall in the past," Hulkonen
recalls. "There had to be some tangible evidence of something happening
in order to do that."

Hulkonen's line of reasoning fails to impress Gary Winter. "By insisting
that this project go forth in what was to our minds a premature fashion,
they put their interests at risk," says the MCDA attorney.

Blame aside, it remains unclear what might happen once the mess gets
cleaned  up.  Neighborhood  leaders  and  city  officials  say  they're  still
coming to grips with the collapse of a project they had hoped would be
ready  for  ribbon-cutting  in  June.  "There's  so  much that  needs  to  be
taken care of that we just aren't to that point yet," says Brian Steeves,
the MCDA's Dania Hall  project coordinator: Neighborhood leaders and



the city, he explains, need to figure out whether Cedar-Riverside will get
its community center, and where the money for such a venture might
come  from.  The  issue  of  insurance--or  the  lack  thereof--does  loom,
Steeves acknowledges. "The loss is going to come from somewhere," he
muses. "And nobody is going to want to take it."

In the meantime Jerry Flannery waits for his insurance check--and so, it
turns out, does the MCDA. Gary Winter says he intends to file a claim for
a portion of any settlement Flannery negotiates. The proceeds, he's quick
to point out, would go toward defraying the MCDA's Dania Hall-related
losses  (a  comparatively  paltry  $260,000  and  change),  not  to  refilling
Cedar-Riverside's depleted NRP coffers.

Flannery won't  comment on any aspect of  his insurance negotiations,
including the MCDA's possible involvement. "The real focus shouldn't be
on the insurance money," he insists, but on the loss to the community."

Easy for him to say.

Jonathan Kaminsky
City Pages 
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